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Every year I begin the semester by asking my students, “What do you know about Asian Pacific
American history? What have you been taught?”

The most frequent answer is, “nothing.” When pressed, they Wili usually recall that “the Chinese
built the railroad” and “Japanese internment was a tragic mistake.” Most of the time they learned
these things thanks to a few paragraphs in their high school textbook. Whether they come from

Texas, Virginia, New Jersey, or even California, their K-12 education is practically devoid of the

history and culture of Asian Pacific Americans.
Think back to your own education. What did you learn in school?

According to research, the lack of knowledge I observe in my classroom is due to lack of
exposure. Studies of U.S. history and government textbooks show a startling dearth of content on
Asian Pacific Americans.l In the National Register of Historic Places, only 3% of the sites are
associated with their history.2 And history is not the onlf area of neglect. A 2019 study of major

U.S. art museums found that Asian Americans represent only ,06% of showcased artists.?
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There is nothing natural about this omission. Asians and Pacific Islanders ar.e the fastest growing
tacial group in America today*, and their history in this country stretches back centuries, The
first Chinese immigrants came to America in the 1820s, and their numbers rapidly increased with
the 1849 gold rush in California. Chinese workers blasted tunnels through the Sierra Mountains
for the transcontinental railroad, drained swamp lands to make way for agriculture, and felled the
trees needed to construct towns and cities. They were joined by Japanese, Korean, and Sikh

imtnigrants, who labored on the fields and in the factories of the American West.’

As Asian immigrants remade America’s landscape and built America’s infrastructure, they also
reshaped the legal foundations of the nation. They brought landmark cases to the Supreme Court,
including Yick Wo v. Hopkins (1886) and U.S. v. Wong Kim Ark (1898), which helped to define

core concepts of citizenship and equal protection.®

Asian Pacific Americans helped to build America, but we must also remember that America built
this community by its actions in the world. American imperialism in the Spanish-American War
brought Filipinos, Native Hawaiians, Guamanians, and Samoans into the nation’s fold. American
militarism during the Cold War produced Korean immigrants and waves of Vietnamese,

Cambodian, Lao, and Hmong refugees.”

It is not an accident that Asian Pacific American contributions to the nation have often been
overlooked or forgotten. Xenophobia and racial discrimination made life difficult for Asian
immigrants and led to the erasure of their history. From 1790 until the mid-20% century,

naturalization laws prohibited Asian immigrants from bééoming U.S. citizens due solely to their
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race. Congress passed a series of immigration laws that singled out Asian immigrants for
exclusion for more than sixty years. At the same time, Asian Pacific Americans faced
discrimination in all spheres of life, including leisure, housing, health, labor, education, and

marriage.®

If we fail to include Asian Pacific Americans in our historical memory, we emerge with a
distorted understanding of our nation. If you ignore the history of Chinese exclusion, you can
imagine that America once welcomed “the huddied_ masses yearning to breathe free.” If you
dismiss the Philippines and Pacific Islands, you can pretend that America was never an empire.
If you omit Japanese Confinement during World War II, you can forget how quickly wartime
hysteria can undermine our constitutional principles. If you faiI to notice Southeast Asian

refugees, you can turn a blind eye to the traumatic legacies of American wars.

If we want to understand the transformation of American politics, we need to remember women
like Representative Patsy Mink, the first woman of color to serve in Congress, and Grace Lee
Boggs, a self-described “revolutionary” who empoweted the youth of Detroit. If we want to
recognize the richness of American culture, we need to talk about Asian Paéific American food,

music, architecture, art, and literature.

The alternative is to allow the current marginalization of Asian Pacific America history and
culture to persist. The trouble is absence itself holds meaning, It teaches lessons about America
" that are not the kind we want to teach. I see it in my classroom, When my students arrive at
college, they have already learned to see Asian Pacific Americans as outsiders to American

history, as marginal in American society.

People go to the Smithsonian to learn about America, who we are as a people and a nation. Qur

. national museums capture the stories we tell about ourselves, our past and our future, By creating
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an Asian Pacific American Smithsonian, Congress could recognize a historically marginalized
group and bring them closer to their rightful role in American society and American memory.

This would convey a powerful vision of inclusion, diversity, and equality.

Please take the first step to make this vision a reality. Please form a commission to consider a
National Museum of Asian Pacific American History and Culture. I urge you to support Bill
"H.R.4132.




